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DIRECTOR'S NOTE 

Trial by Jury was the only one-act opera Gilbert & Sullivan wrote 

together and the very first of the operas they wrote for D'Oyly Carte. 

Their one previous collaboration, Thespis (1871), had only moderate 

success and had not been a pleasant experience for Gilbert. With all 

the known copies of that score lost in a warehouse fire, today we have 

no way of knowing how good Sullivan's efforts had been on behalf of 

Gilbert's libretto. At the time there seemed no reason why the two 

would ever join forces again. Then, three years later Richard D'Oyly 

Carte needed a curtain raiser for his upcoming production of 

Offenbach's La Perichole. Gilbert already had a great little one-act to 

offer him, and the producer proposed that Sullivan set it to music. It 

seems time is a great healer. Less than three months later, Trial was a 

huge hit and is now the world's most-produced English language one-

act opera, not to mention the happy reboot of an immensely 

successful artistic partnership. 

 Lesley Hendrickson 

 

SYNOPSIS 

The case before the court is a breach of promise of marriage. 

Angelina is suing Edwin for having gone back on his promise to 

marry her, and she wants “damages” — that is, compensatory 

payment.  

Edwin, the defendant, arrives with a couple of floozies. The members 

of the public and jurors take an instant dislike to him, despite the 

court usher’s insistence that the trial must proceed without any kind 

of bias. The judge recounts how he worked his way to his prominent 

position, assisted by a rich attorney whose “elderly, ugly daughter” he 

pretended to woo and then later “threw over.”  

Angelina, the plaintiff, arrives with her bridesmaids in tow and melts 

the hearts of the jurymen. Seeing the way things are going, Edwin 

offers to marry Angelina this very day, as long as he can marry one of 

the floozies tomorrow. The judge has no objections, but Angelina’s 

counsel points out that this would be “burglary!” Stymied for a 

solution, the entire company can do nothing but sing.  

Angelina makes a final heart-wrenching plea for a substantial sum to 

make up for her heartache. Edwin claims that he is such an unpleasant 

chap that she’s well off without him. In desperation, he goes so far as 

to suggest that he might even “thrash her” when he is drunk. The 

judge suggests plying him with liquor to test that theory, but is 

overruled by the rest of the court (except Edwin). Finally the judge, 

who has an eye for an attractive woman, comes up with a solution to 

the case which satisfies everyone.  
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GLOSSARY (in order of occurrence) 
Is this the Court of the Assizes? Beware, my heart advises – periodical 

sessions of court for civil and criminal cases. The GSVLOC replaced 

Gilbert’s original word, “Exchequer” in order to eliminate the 

unfortunate word with which it rhymes … 

Your evil star’s in the ascendant – your astrological timing couldn’t be 

worse 

Tink-a-tank – onomatopoetic sound of a guitar (or ukulele) 

love unchanged will cloy – become too much, or too sweet, for pleasure 

never be reversed in banc – overturned by a superior court 

I was… an impecunious party – one who is short of money 

a brief which I’d bought of a booby – papers summarizing a court case; a 

fool 

in Westminster Hall I danced a dance like a semi-despondent fury – the 

site of the High Court of Justice from 1755 to 1884; in mythology, 

furies were female avenging spirits 

at the Bailey and Middlesex Sessions – the names of courts in London 

an incubus then I thought her – a nightmarish oppressor 

I threw over that rich attorney’s elderly ugly daughter – abandoned, 

jilted 

it is patent to the mob – obvious to everyone 

my being made a nob was effected by a job – a nob is a person of wealth 

or distinction; a job means a dirty trick, or string-pulling 

O’er the season vernal time may cast a shade – springtime; 

metaphorically, youth 

Camberwell became a bower, Peckham an Arcadian vale – prosaic, 

working-class suburbs of London 

Breathing concentrated otto – from attar of roses, i.e., perfume made of 

rose petals 

An existence à la Watteau – Jean-Antoine Watteau (1684-1721) painted 

idyllic scenes 

for the maid had bought her trousseau – bride’s collection of clothing, 

linens, etc. 

a nice dilemma – demanding great precision and delicacy 

I’m not prepossessing, as you may be guessing – attractive 

if, when in liquor, he would kick her, that is an abatement – something 

which subtracts from the value (here, the damages to be awarded for the 

loss of such a fiancé) 

I’ll reward him from my fob – small waistband pocket (the reward is 

presumably small)  
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